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Introduction

On Sunday, 25 April 1982, sixty-five-year-old best-selling novelist Harold Robbins was sitting at the bar in his Beverly Hills mansion sipping a scotch on the rocks. As he took a swig of his drink, he smiled to himself. After all, he had a lot to be pleased about—he had just completed his seventeenth novel, Spellbinder, while his previous book, Goodbye, Janette, which had had the largest advance first printing of any novel in the world when it was published in the summer of 1981, occupied the number-seven slot on that day’s New York Times paperback best-seller list.

A few hours earlier he had hosted a party at his Phyllis Morris-designed house on Tower Grove Drive, overlooking Los Angeles, to celebrate the marriage of his twenty-six-year-old daughter, Caryn, to her boyfriend, Michael Press. As befits a man labeled the “godfather of the airport novel” and the “Onassis of supermarket literature,” the party was a lavish one: guests drank jeroboams of the best champagne and feasted on great dollops of caviar. At the end of the reception a family friend walked over to Robbins and pointed to a picture of a glamorous-looking brunette on the wall. “A very interesting painting,” the guest asked. “Who’s it of?” Robbins, who, despite his satyrical image, prided himself on his sharp, calculating mind, blinked and, for once, was lost for words. “I don’t know,” he mumbled. “I don’t know.”1 The subject of the portrait was in fact his wife, Grace, a petite, beautiful younger woman to whom he had been married for seventeen years.

Grace, who had overheard the conversation, thought initially that her husband must have been joking, but when she realized he really didn’t recognize her image, she called the emergency services and he was rushed to hospital. There the author was diagnosed as having had a minor stroke that affected his brain in a particularly cruel manner: he was left suffering from aphasia, a condition that meant he often forgot his words while trying to speak. The impact on his writing was even more severe. Something he had once described as easy—next to masturbation, it’s the most fun thing you can do by yourself, he said—was now painfully difficult. Whereas he had been able to bash out five thousand words a day and finish a novel within the space of three months—he was known as “the man with the smoking typewriter”—now his sentences had been reduced to something resembling alphabet soup, a messy scramble of inverted phrases and garbled grammar.

Had this fact been reported in the press, the less kind might have felt tempted to make a joke about the author’s ill-flowing sentences; as his style had always been awkward and clumsy and sometimes so basic it often approached the infantile, nobody would notice the difference between Robbins’s writing pre- and poststroke. But the novelist was the first to admit that he wasn’t so much a writer per se as a storyteller, a producer of accelerated narratives that, during the last half of the twentieth century, gripped the popular imagination. He dismissed the finer points of stylistics as irrelevant, a mere distraction from the unstoppable stampede of the story.

His 1961 novel The Carpetbaggers—which was made into a film starring George Peppard, Alan Ladd, and Carroll Baker—was estimated to be the fourth most read title in history, while at one point he was said to be selling forty thousand copies of his books a day. “There are individual books by other authors that come up and do as well as a particular book of mine,” he said, “but I do it every time.”2

Contemporary Authors stated that, during Robbins’s lifetime, he had shifted an astonishing 750 million copies of his books worldwide. “Do I think of myself as a literary man?” he said, answering a journalist’s question. “Hell, no. I’m a story-teller. Literature follows the story-tellers. Just look how Dumas and Dickens are still being read today … What I write about sex and violence reflects contemporary America. You know, if there was no such thing as the written word I would be telling stories at street corners.”3

In the process of becoming a best-selling author, he transformed himself into a brand, describing himself as “the Coca-Cola of the publishing industry.”4 Indeed, Robbins’s fame has been such that he has been mentioned in an episode of Fawlty Towers, the 1988 film D.O.A. starring Dennis Quaid, and more recently in a song by the band Sleeper. Paul Gitlin, the attorney and agent who negotiated increasingly large advances and whose name Harold managed to slip into many of his books, said, at the height of his client’s success, that the author was a “singular role model for writers … the standard by which everyone else compares their success. He has never had anything but best-sellers.”5

He was one of the first authors to realize that publicizing a novel was just as important as writing it, and in the late 1960s and early 1970s he toured America on a “blitzkrieg promotion.”6 “Harold is the P.T. Barnum of the book business,” said Joseph E. Levine, who produced four films based on Robbins’s books. “He eats up this circus life. Some writers won’t lift a finger to help the book, the picture or themselves, but not Harold. I’ve never asked him to cross a tightrope over Times Square, but he’d do just about anything else I ask.”7

When readers picked up one of the twenty novels that Robbins wrote during his lifetime, they knew what they were getting: a heady mix of sex and sentimentalism, poverty and power, glamour and glitz. Although he often told interviewers that he was a “people writer—constructing his novels not according to a carefully planned plot but around certain strong personalities—his characters are, ironically, oddly flat creatures. And despite his favored device of intertwining first—person narrative with third person, we seldom get a sense of a character’s interior life.

Yet it could be argued that there was no need to get under the skin of his protagonists, as his readers felt they were already familiar with his characters, which were, typically, thinly veiled portraits of iconic figures such as Howard Hughes and Jean Harlow (The Carpetbaggers), playboy Porfirio Rubirosa (The Adventurers), and Lana Turner (Where Love Has Gone). “With Harold’s books we’d play the guessing game and there’s nothing more fun than the guessing game,” says best-selling author Jackie Collins. “Who is that mogul, who is that actress, who is this sexually available babe?”8 His fans transferred whatever they knew, or thought they knew, about such pop cultural personalities onto the characters in his novels in much the same way as moviegoers project their own fantasies and desires onto a film star on the silver screen.

As one of the pioneers of the “Hollywood novel,” Robbins cast himself in the role of a movie mogul. “Hemingway once asked me what my literary ambitions were,” Robbins said. “I told him, ‘Wealth.’ And I got it.”9 With his homes in Los Angeles, the South of France, and Acapulco, a luxury boat—he often boasted he was “the only goddam author with his own yacht”—together with his fleet of fourteen cars, his loud clothes, his string of beautiful women, his orgies, and his drugs, he constructed himself as a larger-than-life, almost filmic personality.

Similarly, his books are, perhaps, the nearest literary equivalent to the cinematic experience, documents of pure narrative, populated by characters as thin as celluloid itself. During the 1960s and 1970s his work was so popular with film and television executives that one commentator observed that even “if he wrote a note to the milkman three film studios would bid for it.”10 Another critic explained his appeal: “Robbins knows the great Hollywood art, he keeps his story moving, shifting expertly from tears to laughter and from desperation to triumph.”11

It’s fitting, then, that Robbins—who won no distinguished literary prizes when he was alive—was awarded the “distinction” of having a star named after him on Hollywood Boulevard. Today the Walk of Fame, with its souvenir shops, fast-food outlets, and gaudy tourist traps is, like Robbins himself, a celebration of everything that is vulgar and tacky. Trainer-clad tourists shuffle up and down the street, heads bent, as they scan the pavement for the names of their favorite celebrities. Robbins’s star is located in a particularly apposite position—near the twin attractions of The Guinness Book of Records and Ripley’s Believe It or Not (he adored breaking publishing records, and like Ripley, the newspaper columnist who traveled the world in search of the outlandish and the bizarre, he often pushed truth to its outer limits) and right outside the former Erotic Museum—at 6741 Hollywood Boulevard. The property also once housed a business belonging to Shirley Maxwell, famous for fashioning padded brassieres, nicknamed “who can tells”; Paramount Studios was one of her biggest customers. At the end of the 1930s the building was purchased by Louis Epstein, whose Pickwick Books became something of a landmark on the strip.

If Robbins were alive today—he died in 1997, age eighty-one—he would no doubt appreciate the fact that his star is located outside a building associated with both sex and books. After all, he was arguably the first author to write about sex in popular, mass-market novels. For many readers of mainstream commercial fiction in the second half of the twentieth century, he was undoubtedly the man who invented sex. “Harold was the first person to brand himself as a trademark for a particular kind of sexy novel,” says Michael Korda, his editor at Simon & Schuster, “so that all over the world it represented the forbidden.”12 Camille Paglia believes that Robbins’s novels—which she says generated a kind of “sizzle” around publication, “a sense of taboo, a sense of transgression”—represented “the huge amoral energies, the tornadoes, that are loose in industrial capitalism … Harold Robbins was a prophet of sensibility that used to be scorned. ‘This is America! This is the voice of America!’”13

In 1948 Robbins’s first novel, Never Love a Stranger, was one of the books the Philadelphia vice squad seized from a number of stores and prosecuted on grounds of “immorality and obscenity.” A year later Robbins and his New York publisher, Knopf, successfully fought the test case and in due course cleared the ground for greater freedoms of sexual expression.

Robbins—whose twin obsessions of money and sex enabled him to live out his own version of the American dream, metamorphosing himself into the world’s first playboy writer—himself later took advantage of another famous ruling: Grove’s and Penguin’s 1960 victory against the outlawing of D. H. Lawrence’s unexpurgated Lady Chatterley’s Lover. “The Lady Chatterley victories meant that you could have all these classics at last, but it also meant that there were new freedoms to be had,” says academic and author John Sutherland. “And Robbins was quick off the mark.”14

In today’s sex-saturated society it’s difficult to imagine the effect that Robbins’s books had on the popular consciousness, but he was, adds Sutherland, a “pioneer in the field.”15 Jann Robbins, the author’s widow, remembers her grandmother reading The Carpetbaggers in bed by flashlight. If she had to take it out in public, she would cover it in a brown paper bag, and afterward she took a match to the pages of the novel and burned it.

Robbins loved telling stories about his life and passing them off as fact. Typical is the anecdote he told about having married a Chinese dancer named Muriel Ling, his first wife, who was bitten by a parrot, a gift from her father on her wedding day; the injury, he said, led to an attack of psittacosis, and she died six months later. Although this story was frequently reported in newspaper and magazine profiles of the author—it even made its way into his obituaries—it was nothing more than a fiction. Harold was the consummate teller of tall tales, both in his novels and, even more intriguingly, in his life. He was a master of self-invention and reinvention, constantly elaborating the narrative of his own existence.

Interestingly, Robbins chose to tell these anecdotes not only to journalists but also to friends and family, even to his wives and lovers, who blindly accepted his version of the truth. As a result, even those closest to him did not know the real Harold Robbins. With each telling of these stories Robbins came to believe in the exotic alternative narrative he had fashioned for himself until, toward the end of his life, it’s questionable whether he was able to separate the outlandish fiction he had created for himself from the reality.

The stroke that threatened to destroy whatever writing ability he had left, on the day of his daughter’s wedding in 1982, was perhaps a sign that his capacity for self-fictionalization was reaching a crisis point. If he could no longer write—no longer tell stories—what identity did he have left? Toward the end of his life he looked back at his career and at some of the critically appraised early novels that he had written before the success of The Carpetbaggers catapulted him into superstar status and, some believe, was responsible for his undoing. Could he have achieved more? Had he really sold out as some people thought? Did he end up despising his readers—and himself? And what were the psychological effects of transforming oneself into a fictional creation?

This book is an attempt to try to understand Harold Robbins, both as a cultural phenomenon and as a man. Although he left no diaries or journals and precious few letters—he believed that if you were going to write, you’d damn well better get paid for it—I have consulted the archives of his agents, publishers, and film producers and spoken to those who knew him, his editors, friends, enemies, and some of his many, many lovers. “A man is a thousand parts,” Robbins wrote in his 1969 novel The Inheritors. “All of them other people.”16


1


“Of all the people I knew, I knew myself least of all.”

—Never Love a Stranger



The tired-looking woman clutched the bundle of rags closer to her breast. Weak and exhausted, she steadied herself on the railings outside the orphanage, before sitting down on the step. Although it was dark, she looked around to check that no one was near before peeling back the swaddling to reveal the face of her newborn baby. As she traced her fingers over his skin, she felt the tears that she had tried to suppress form in her eyes and fall onto her little boy’s cheek. Biting her lip, she willed the tears to stop, but they kept flowing, waking the child from his sleep. Knowing that she did not have long, she raised the boy upward toward the sky and asked God’s forgiveness for what she was about to do. She said a silent prayer to herself, placed an envelope inside the rags, kissed him on the forehead, and then placed him on the step. Almost instantly the baby cried out, and although every cell in her body ached for the child, she knew she dared not pick him up. As she walked away into the night, she told herself that the monks who ran the orphanage would look after her boy better than she could ever do. She had done the right thing.

Harold Robbins’s beginnings were as dramatic as anything found in his fiction. Born to unknown parents in 1916, he was abandoned on the steps of an orphanage run by the Paulist Fathers, a Catholic missionary group, on West 59th Street and Tenth Avenue, in the notorious Hell’s Kitchen area of New York. “I was apparently delivered there fully blown and circumcised at the age of eight days, which is odd because it was a Catholic orphanage—I spent eleven years there,” he said.1 “The orphanage assigned me the name Francis Kane on my birth certificate, I don’t know where it came from,” he added.2

After waking in the dormitory, he would have breakfast and then play in the yard, romping and running with his friends, but at the sound of the eight o’clock bell he would get into line and march into school, up the winding staircase to the classroom. The school day would begin with a prayer, followed by lessons that seemed to last forever. He would amuse himself by shooting spitballs at his friends in the class, and whenever the oppressive summer heat descended on Manhattan, he would escape to the nearby docks on West 54th Street, where he would sunbathe and swim in the Hudson. As he grew older, he felt stifled by the narrow rules and regulations of the orphanage. “I’m nothing but a prisoner here,” he would think. “People in jail have as much freedom as me. And I didn’t do nothin’ to deserve it—nothin’ to be in jail for—nothin’ to be locked away at night for.”3

The experience was a tough one. In a 1971 television interview with Alan Whicker, Robbins said that “of the sixteen boys that were in this, I guess you’d call it a dormitory, only about four or five of us are still alive. Three of them have been electrocuted [by the electric chair], four are in jail, the others are all more or less respectable citizens—except myself.”4

He had an independent, rebellious nature and soon started to play hookey from school. “I was in trouble all the time,” he said. When he was eight, he remembers waiting in the street to have his tonsils “yanked out,” but he was so scared, he ran off, only to be caught and held down for the “instant surgery.”5

After being rejected by dozens of potential foster couples—he would have to endure the humiliation of standing in line with other boys and being scrutinized by discerning would-be parents—when he was eleven he was finally adopted by a middle-class Jewish family from Brooklyn, who renamed him Harold Rubin. Despite the love they showered on him, the young boy did not feel at home. “They were nice people in their way, but we just couldn’t make it together,” he said. “As much as I hated the Catholic dogma, it was difficult having to suddenly adjust to a Jewish family. They called me the ‘goy.’ My friends from the orphanage started calling me ‘Jew bastard’ and ‘kike.’”6

Feeling unwanted and out of place, he started work running errands for a local bookie, and the experience of memorizing long lines of numbers become useful later, when he started work at Universal Pictures as a statistician. It was, he said, “great for memory training, as I had to remember all the bets; I didn’t dare write anything down.”7 Soon he began to mix with the low life of Manhattan, fetching cigars for mobster Lucky Luciano, doing odd jobs for Frank Costello, and acting as a drug courier for a Jamaican bootlegger.

“It seemed to me the greatest job in the world,” he said. “I’d get a dollar a time for delivering dope and there was always a little left so I would see what it was like.”8 He started to smoke grass at eight and sniffed cocaine when he was eleven or twelve, the same year he lost his virginity to a prostitute.

Sometimes men would come up to him on the streets of New York and proposition him. Did he want an ice cream cone? they would ask. And he would jerk them off for a quarter or a dime. “I thought that was normal,” he said. “I didn’t think there was anything wrong with it.”9 He progressed to dropping by the matinees held at the Apollo Theater in Harlem to make a little extra cash. “You’d see two movies, and then the burlesque would start and the old men would come in,” he told Ian Parker of The New Yorker. “And I would get a quarter to jerk them off. I didn’t think it was a wild thing. You know, I made a dollar, a dollar and a half, and I had enough money for the day. The only trouble, now I think about it, was they didn’t have Kleenex in those days. I had to go to F.W. Woolworth and buy a package of handkerchiefs.”10

When his adoptive parents told him they were going to leave Brooklyn for Florida, the fifteen-year-old boy decided not to accompany them, opting for a life in the military instead. He ran away, forged his parents’ signature of consent, and joined the navy, stationed in Pensacola. One day his submarine was hit by a torpedo, but he swam to the surface, the only survivor.

This, like all these stories he told about his birth and upbringing, was not true. Over the course of nearly fifty years Robbins spun an intricate web of lies that served to obscure his real origins. He invented, sensationalized, exaggerated, and elaborated, massaging the truth, shaping it into more and more outlandish forms, until it bore little resemblance to the reality of his existence. Few bothered to question his version of events, and so with each passing year the mythology that Robbins created for himself took on the patina of truth. With a professionalism and intelligence that have to be admired—Robbins had nothing if not chutzpah—he marketed his untruths with all the energy of a world-class advertiser. He reveled in the playfulness of the game, stretching his stories into ever more excessive and bizarre forms, tailoring his lies according to his audience.

For instance, knowing that the readers of the gay magazine The Advocate would appreciate hearing about his homosexual experiences, he told the journalist that he regularly had sex with other men while serving in the navy. “I was on a submarine, and if you’re on a submarine for 22 days you want sex,” he said. “We were either jacking each other off or sucking each other off. Everybody knew that everybody else was doing it. If you were able to handle it, you could get fucked in the ass, but I couldn’t handle it that well. We jerked off too, but you get bored with that. You’d jerk off so you could relax and sleep. You’d start jerking off, and some guy would come over and say, ‘I’m gonna blow you.’ So we did it, it was fun, and it was over.”11

Toward the end of his life Robbins’s already vivid capacity for self-reinvention reached near pathological proportions when he told George Christy of The Hollywood Reporter that he thought he might be the illegitimate child of Czar Nicholas of Russia, “who came to New York in 1916 to raise money to fight the Bolsheviks, and I like to think he banged the chambermaid at the Waldorf and I’m their son. I’m often very very czar-ish.”12

One of the themes that snakes its way through all of Robbins’s work is the quest for identity. His books are littered with the corpses of dead parents, a common trope that expressed the writer’s sense of dislocation and unease. The opening chapter of Never Love a Stranger details the death of a woman, Frances Cain, during childbirth; her surviving son, Francis Kane, grows up in an orphanage and feels unsettled by the absence of a personal history: “He was a ghost, a wraith, a name without a body.”13 Similarly, at the beginning of The Pirate—a tale of excess wealth, heady sex, and copious amounts of drug-taking set against the exotic backdrop of the Middle East—a woman dies during childbirth, a plotline that Robbins created in order to interrogate the identity of the hero, the handsome and powerful Baydr Al Fay.

In The Dream Merchants Robbins’s study of the pioneers of early Hollywood, the book’s central character, Johnny Edge, loses his parents in an accident at a carnival when he is ten, while in The Inheritors, about the television industry, protagonist Stephen Gaunt is orphaned at sixteen when his mother and father die in a car crash. In The Carpetbaggers nearly every main character—Jonas Cord, Nevada Smith, and Jennie Denton—loses one or both parents when they are still children. The character of Rina Marlowe, whom Robbins roughly modeled on the movie actress Jean Harlow, is forced to endure the death of her father in a shipwreck, the death of her mother from illness, and then the loss of her adoptive brother and mother in a boating accident off Cape Cod.

Plotlines like this may sound both absurd and melodramatic, but they reflect Robbins’s own insecurities surrounding his birth. “My heroes are usually restless characters ready for a change of scenery, looking for something without quite knowing what it is,” he said. “I’m that way. What am I looking for? As an orphan, I never had the sense of identity one gets out of being special to one or more family-like persons. Perhaps I’m on a reconnaissance mission, trying to discover experiences that are already a normal part of living for others.”14

Robbins articulated these feelings of rejection and abandonment in a series of intimate conversations with friends. However, his confessions were far from true ones. “He told me that Never Love a Stranger was completely autobiographical,” says Diana Jervis-Read, Robbins’s personal assistant and one of his closest friends. “He told me that he had used his real name in that book, the name of Francis Kane, which was given to him in the orphanage.”15 The actress Sylvia Miles, a friend from the early 1950s who starred in a staged version of his novel A Stone for Danny Fisher, distinctly remembers him telling her that he was an orphan. “He told me he didn’t have a mother or a father and that he was deprived as a kid,” she says. “He sounded like a ‘street’ person and he came from nothing.”16

Ini Asmann, whom Harold employed to take his author photographs and who later became a lover, believed she knew everything about him. “He told me that yes, he was an orphan and that he had been found abandoned on the steps of the church,” she says. “I didn’t question him, I believed him.”17

His friend and writing partner Caryn Matchinga, who had a brief affair with Harold, remembers him telling her that his original name was Francis Kane and that he had been brought up in a Catholic orphanage. “He told me that he didn’t realize he was Jewish until someone found a necklace with a Star of David motif on it beyond a bureau in the room where he was born,” she says. “It belonged to the woman who had given birth to him. That’s how he realized that he was Jewish, not Catholic as he had assumed. But I suspect he didn’t really know the truth, he was always searching for it. He was a sad, lonely man who didn’t believe anybody loved him, including his wife and children. There was always an emptiness in him.”18

So what was the truth about Harold Robbins? “All I know about Harold’s childhood is what is in the books,” says Michael Korda. “But, out of instinct, I’m inclined to believe it was not as rough as he made out. While it is perfectly plausible that Harold had such a childhood, it is something of a standard growing-up story, especially for those who moved from New York to Hollywood—the poor Jewish boy learning to fight his way out, the father who doesn’t make any money, the black or Irish kids who beat the shit out of you. It’s a cliché.”19

Harold’s close friend, the writer Steve Shagan, was also deeply suspicious of the version of his life Robbins chose to present to the world. “All that business of him being an orphan and being discovered on the steps of the orphanage—all that was an invented yarn,” he says. “He made things up in every interview he gave, and yet everyone bought it. He was the master of selling himself.”20 “He certainly liked spinning stories,” says Ken Minns, captain of Robbins’s yacht. “There was a Walter Mitty element to him.”21

Not only did the author, in publicity blurbs, publish two different birth dates—1916 (his true one) and 1912—but he had three different names: his writing name, Harold Robbins; Harold Rubin, the one he said had been given to him by his adoptive parents; and the one he maintained had been assigned to him by the Paulist-run orphanage, Francis Kane. However, although the Paulist Fathers, an organization created in the nineteenth century for the “pursuit of the holy missions, in the conversion of souls and in the dissemination of Christian doctrine,” ran a day school, St. Paul the Apostle, they had nothing to do with running a New York orphanage.22

The writer had always maintained that he never knew the true circumstances of his origins, and his death certificate certainly seems to support this claim: in the space given to record the names of the mother and father of the deceased, the entry reads “UNK” or unknown. However, Robbins told friends that he suspected that his adoptive father, Charles Rubin, was in fact his real father, but he believed that his adoptive mother, Blanche, was not his biological mother. “His father was Jewish, his mother wasn’t,” Paul Gitlin, Harold’s agent and confidant, told The New Yorker. “His father remarried, and the woman [Blanche] had children of her own, so he was a stray, so to speak, and the new wife didn’t particularly want him around.”23

During his lifetime, Robbins said, he spent thousands of dollars trying to trace the identities of his parents, but apparently he failed to turn up anything of substance. Diana Jervis-Read remembers a conversation in which he outlined his frustrations. “He told me that he thought Charles was his real father, but the wife [Blanche] was not his mother,” she says. “Harold asked Charles to tell him the truth, but for some reason he wouldn’t. He asked him when Charles was approaching death, but he wouldn’t be drawn on it. That really upset Harold, the fact that Charles wouldn’t tell him even when it didn’t matter anymore. Harold wouldn’t have shouted—that wasn’t his style—but I can imagine that he might have asked in a slightly aggressive manner in order to cover up the fact that he was so upset. I can hear him saying, ‘Why don’t you f—ing well tell me?’ It was his one great regret, the fact that he never knew.”24

Recently released public records such as census returns make it possible for us to piece together a picture of Robbins’s past. In 1930 forty-four-year-old Charles, who ran a drugstore, and Blanche, who was thirty-three, were living in Brooklyn, at 1184 Schenectady Avenue, with four children: Herbert, four, Doris, ten, Ruth, eleven, and Harold, thirteen. While all the children had been born in New York, both Charles and Blanche had immigrated from Odessa, Russia. These documents contain nothing to suggest that the Rubins were anything but a conventional Jewish family. The couple presented themselves to the world as a perfectly respectable and middle-class unit, who had married in 1915 and had subsequently reared four healthy children.

After Harold’s death his sister, Ruth Narod, maintained this position when she told an American television journalist that the Rubins were just an ordinary family like any other. Harold’s search for his real parentage, she suggested, was nothing more than an extension of his active imagination. “I guess it was after his [Harold’s] first two or three books came out, I happened to see him on TV being interviewed, and they asked him at that point was this his life story being brought up in a Catholic home and being adopted by a Jewish family,” she said. “He says he was adopted by the Rubin family and the father was a pharmacist. Well, this was our family, and he wasn’t adopted.”25

Ruth presented a number of photographs to establish her case. Here was Harold as a baby, with his bright, intelligent eyes. Another picture showed him aged around five and Ruth about three, sitting with their father, Charles, who in his late thirties had already started to go bald. Other photographs present snapshots of a seemingly idyllic happy family: Harold, Ruth, Doris, and Herbert sitting on a donkey; the four children at play in fancy dress, with Harold wearing a pretend crown.

Whether Ruth was aware of the true circumstances surrounding her brother’s birth is not known; she died in 2001, at age eighty-two, while her siblings, Doris and Herbert, have also passed away. Although Ruth was right that Harold was neither an orphan nor an adopted child, the Rubins did have their secrets. Charles had been married before to a woman whom the family managed to erase from its history. She was called Frances, or Fannie, Smith. And she was Harold Robbins’s real mother.

Fannie Smith was born in Neshwies, then part of Russia, in 1888. At the end of the nineteenth century, when Fannie was growing up, the town, south of Minsk, was a poor and desolate place. A fellow resident remembers it as a community of between six and eight thousand inhabitants, most of whom were Jewish. With its “unpaved and unlighted streets” and “small, unventilated, and often overcrowded wooden houses, devoid of all plumbing or the simplest precautions against contagious diseases,” to an outsider it appeared “unbelievably poor, dirty, criminally ignorant as to hygiene and altogether lifeless.”26 The problem was confounded by the poor supply of fresh water. Although there was a pond on the outskirts of the village, the inhabitants could not use its water without boiling it first, as a stable belonging to a cavalry regiment was located nearby. The lack of water also meant that the town was particularly vulnerable to fires that would, in the summer months, destroy many of the houses.

“About the dirt and material poverty of the town there would be no doubt,” notes Fannie’s contemporary. “There were no factories or large industries to sustain its economy … the town lived on trade with the peasants who brought to its markets their wood, potatoes, and grain and took back salt, nails, kerosene, and sometimes linen goods, shoes, and other ‘luxuries.’” It had no theaters, dance halls, or other places of public amusement, yet Neshwies fostered an air of quiet devotion and intellectual curiosity from within the walls of its synagogues. Philosopher Solomon Maimon and popular novelist Shomer (N. M. Schaikewitz), who was known as “the Dumas of modern Yiddish literature,” were both born in the town. The Jewish community, steeped in its rich cultural heritage, tended to look down on the “goyims”; the majority of Gentiles were, as one writer noted, “peasants or poor city dwellers, some of them former serfs, few of them literate.”27

Presiding over the region was the Radziwill family, who lived in a rather grand château located on the outskirts of Neshwies, a building that could be reached only by crossing a causeway and a bridge. During the summer the prince (whose descendant would later go on to marry a sister of Jackie Kennedy) would condescend to tour the village in his carriage. The inhabitants of Neshwies would duly don their caps in deference to the aristocrat as he passed by.

As they watched this somewhat regal procession, Fannie’s parents would perhaps have mused on the huge disparity of wealth between the Radziwills and their own family and dreamed of the possibility of forging a better life for themselves. The villagers had heard about the infinite opportunities presented by the United States, a country that at the end of the nineteenth century opened its arms to immigrants from around the world. New York was seen as a beacon of liberation compared to an increasingly repressive Russian regime. The government, commented one writer, “under Czar Nicholas I adopted the program of crushing the Jews by compelling at least a third of them to leave the country, another third to give up their religion and communal association (by adopting Christianity), and the remaining third to be crowded into a small territory where extreme poverty would gradually lead to their extermination.”28 Nicholas had introduced a policy of compulsory drafting, compelling young Jewish men to enter the army for a period of twenty-five years. In order to keep up the numbers, the government employed khappers (kidnappers) to swoop into villages and take away its young male population, some of which included boys of eight or nine.

After the assassination of Alexander II—who tried to introduce moderate reforms—in March 1881, Alexander III reigned over Russia, using “violence as a political instrument.”29 The so-called May laws of 1882 resulted in the further victimization, degradation, and marginalization of the Jewish population. A mass exodus ensued. Between 1871 and 1880 an estimated forty thousand Jews fled Russia (including Russian-controlled Poland) for the United States; by the following decade this figure had increased to 135,000, and by 1910 the number had swollen to 704,245.

Harold Robbins’s mother was one such person. In 1896, with her parents, Harry and Sophie, the eight-year-old girl left Russia for America, most likely making her escape in much the same way as her Neshwies contemporary Morris Cohen: traveling by train from Minsk, through Vilna and Kovno, journeying on by wagon to the German border, then to Berlin and Bremen, and continuing from there by boat. “We were huddled together in the steerage, literally like cattle,” Cohen says.30

After arriving in New York, Fannie and her family would have sought support from the Neshwieser Verin, the Brethren of Neshwies, which was designed to help immigrants overcome the difficulties of their new environment. The sense of community was perhaps even stronger in this new land than it had been in the shtetl back home; after all, “so many had come here [from Neshwies] that there could hardly be any left in the old town.”31

At the beginning of 1915 Fannie was living in an apartment at 68 East 96th Street in Manhattan. She had fallen in love with a thirty-two-year-old druggist called Charles Rubin, one of the sons of Rose and David Rubin, who lived at 911 DeKalb Avenue. Like Fannie, Charles and his family had also fled Russia, leaving their home village of Linkuva (or Linkova in Yiddish) for America.

Linkuva, now in Lithuania, was, like Neshwies, a poor town, with “small wooden hovels” clustered around the synagogue and the bathhouse. Many of the buildings that stood in the center of the town, observed one writer who grew up in the village, were “thrown together in complete disorder … The walls were crooked and discoloured by rain and sun, with small, sunken windows of which many a pane was stuffed with rags or glued over with newspaper.”32

Linkuva, which was founded in the sixteenth century, boasted around three hundred Jewish families—farmers, flax growers, and craftsmen. It had a large flour mill owned by Jews, as well as a Jewish-run bank. Its marketplace, a large cobbled square flanked by shops, attracted farmers and tradesmen twice a week. Some inhabitants were so poor that, after the market, they were reduced to sweeping up the horse dung deposited in the square; the manure was later used as a primitive flooring in some houses, or it was dried and burned as fuel.

None of the homes had any washing facilities, so the people of Linkuva were forced to make do with the bathhouse. Here the burgeoning middle class mingled with the poorest villagers. “There were small, skinny Jews withered through labour and gradual starvation,” observed one inhabitant, “wealthier merchants with protruding stomachs; grandfathers with white beards and children with skinny legs. Bedlam prevailed. Men with healthy bodies rubbed against those who were deformed.”33

Robbins’s paternal grandparents, David and Rose Rubin, both born in 1855, were married in 1874 or 1875. The couple’s wedding would have been a traditional affair, with David and Rose pledging their vows under a chupah, a canopy used in marriage ceremonies, after which a bride was supposed to cry (a sign that she would have a happy union) and the groom smash a glass at his feet. The Rubins’ lives were governed by the religious rituals of the community. On the Sabbath the men in Charles Rubin’s family would gather in the synagogue and crowd around the best storytellers. Upon returning home, they would find the house transformed, with “white cloths now [covering] rickety tables, and white loaves of bread … besides the white loaves, soup, fish and meat, there was also a plateful of chopped liver and chicken giblets.”34

The Rubin children were brought up according to strict rules governing spiritual thought, behavior, and language. Charles Rubin would have been taught not to “allow his mind to dwell, nor his mouth to utter words on subjects of a low nature, because with the same mind he thinks of the greatness of the Almighty and the wonders of His creations … A Jew must endeavor to keep his mind pure and never allow it to wander from His ways.”35

In 1888 David and Rose Rubin, together with their three children, Charles, Samuel, and Lena, made the long journey from Linkuva to America. By 1900 the couple, then living at 136 Boerum Street, Brooklyn, had had four more children—Herman, Ida, Grace, and Hannah—and two others, unnamed, who had died. According to the 1910 census, David provided for his family—who were then living at 961 DeKalb Avenue in Brooklyn—out of his own income, and his sons went on to set themselves up in business. By 1908 Charles, Samuel, and Herman had established a company called the Sal Santal Methyl Capsule Company, and five years later Charles was running a drugstore at 63 Hamilton Avenue.

How Charles met Fannie we shall probably never know, but the couple were married on 1 February 1915 at the bride’s home on East 96th Street in Manhattan. In August of that year Fannie, now a housewife, conceived and on 21 May 1916 gave birth to their son by cesarean section. Complications set in, and she developed an obstruction in her intestine that led to pneumonia; on 26 May, five days after the birth, she died. The twenty-eight-year-old woman who had come to America in search of a better life was buried, in a plot paid for by the Progressive Brethren of Neshwies, in Mount Zion Cemetery, Queens, a graveyard that Robbins would later describe in his third novel, A Stone for Danny Fisher. In the opening chapter of Never Love a Stranger, the dying mother, Frances, passes on her name to her son; so too did Robbins’s real mother bequeath her name to her child. Robbins’s birth certificate lists his name as Harold F. Rubin, the F standing for Francis.

It did not take Charles long to get over his wife’s death: the following year he was preparing for his second marriage, to Bluma or Blanche Zinnerman, a twenty-three-year-old immigrant from Lodz, which is now in Poland but was then part of Russia. The couple were married on 17 June in the bride’s home at 976 DeKalb Avenue by Rabbi Israel Goldfarb. Intriguingly, on the marriage certificate, although Charles declared himself a widow, in the space designed to record the number of times the groom has been married, he initially entered “First,” then crossed this out and corrected it to “2nd.” This, of course, could have been a simple mistake on Charles’s part, but it can also be interpreted as the Rubins’ attempt to eradicate the memory of Fannie Smith from their lives.

Harold, for one, did not forget his real mother, even though he never mentioned her to any of his friends nor talked about her in any interviews. Although he was brought up by Charles and Blanche as one of their own, he often wondered what might have happened to him if Fannie had lived. She became a shadowy presence in his life, a figure who haunted his writing and a symbol of the idealized woman whom he sought out, acquired, and then subsequently rejected.


2


“I’m a Brooklyn guy, and look at me—I made it.”

—Harold Robbins to Steve Shagan



The little boy craned his neck and looked up at the house. It was not particularly grand—the two-story detached structure had a small front garden, a little porch, and a pitched roof—but he thought it the most beautiful building he had ever seen. As the movers continued to unload his parents’ possessions from the van, he looked up and down the avenue at the other newly built houses. He felt proud that his family was the first to move onto the street. After their cramped apartment, the spacious suburban house on this tree-lined street seemed like something conjured from a dream. It represented a chance to start again, a new beginning.

Robbins wrote about the moment he first saw his new home in the opening chapters of A Stone for Danny Fisher. “I was so excited I could hardly speak … I squirmed to look at the street. This was it. I recognized the houses, each looking like the others, with a slim young tree in front of each.”1

Today the neighborhood has a somewhat desolate air to it, but when the Rubins first moved into the house at 1184 Schenectady Avenue, East Flatbush in Brooklyn was the epitome of the newly created suburb: solid and determinedly middle class, its air reeking of fresh paint and the smell of promise. Robbins may have been born in Manhattan, but he was a Brooklynite at heart: a sentimentalist who hid his real feelings behind a tough-talking, no-bullshit exterior. Brooklyn was, by and large, the land of the immigrant, an area where the newly arrived could reinvent themselves as Americans. As it grew, Brooklyn became a symbol for the American dream, a swath of land that, in the words of one contemporary commentator, “felt the magic wand of Jewish desire for improvement.”2

As the IRT subway snaked its way through the area and as real estate developers carved up the landscape, creating new neighborhoods at seemingly impossible speeds, ever more immigrant groups flooded in. In 1905 there were 100,000 Jews in Brooklyn; by 1930 the figure had increased to 800,000.

Robbins captures this sense of new beginnings in the opening chapters of A Stone for Danny Fisher. The narrator, Danny, writes of moving into his newly built house in the recently developed Hyde Park, East Flatbush area of Brooklyn. Danny’s memories, although they are presented as fiction, were in fact Robbins’s own. The street, as he recalled, had not yet even been paved, comprising nothing but a surface of gray-white gravel. When he ran into the house, he remembered, it smelled new: the recently laid wood on the staircase, the paint on the walls, the polish on the doors. He bolted up the stairs and opened the door to his bedroom, a small and as yet unfurnished room about fourteen feet long and ten feet wide. Initially his steps were uncertain and tentative, but as he explored, he became more confident. He walked over to the window and looked out at the house across the driveway, at the new car his father had just bought, and at the stretch of fields in the distance.

On the surface the Rubins were a typically aspirational middle-class Jewish family. Not only did Charles own the house on Schenectady Avenue, but he had made enough money from his drugstore business to employ a live-in maid and take his family on winter vacations to Florida. Ruth Narod, Harold’s half-sister, remembers her parents encouraging her and her siblings to be creative. “We’d put on shows when we were kids, every Sunday, and Harold would write all the material for it,” she said. “And we would all act in it, and we would make up costumes.”3

Harold was a bright child, and photographs show his piercing dark eyes sparkling with intelligence. From the upstairs back windows of the house on Schenectady Avenue, he would have seen the vast expanses of Holy Cross cemetery, with its neatly planned graves counterpointing the surrounding suburban grid of streets. Harold often walked through the cemetery, with its gothic statuary, and was fascinated by some of the people whose lives were marked here.

He was especially drawn to the graves of local gangsters such as Antonino Cincotta, the New York mafia leader who was killed in front of 23 Union Street in Brooklyn, in 1915, and Frank “Frankie” Yale, who was shot to death by Al Capone’s gang as he was driving through Brooklyn in 1928. Later, Louis Capone—one of the famous Murder, Inc. gang, the operation fictionalized in Robbins’s Never Love a Stranger—was also buried here after his execution at Sing Sing in 1944. As a boy, Harold would have heard many stories about Murder, Inc., whose Jewish members operated out of a candy store under the elevated subway at the corner of Saratoga and Livonia Streets in nearby Brownsville. It was said that “more individual murders were planned in that store than at any other spot on earth.”4

Although Ruth told friends that Harold started writing stories at the age of ten, from the beginning his real talent lay in numbers. He had a logical brain and a natural aptitude for playing chess, memorizing figures, and, like Danny Fisher, doing mathematics. Making money was a priority: even when he was a boy, he would insist that relatives pay twenty-five cents if they wanted to see one of the impromptu shows that he had devised.

From an early age he seems to have defined those around him by their possessions, a trait that would later find expression in Never Love a Stranger and A Stone for Danny Fisher, novels that explore the way economics can warp and brutalize an individual personality, and his more outré, glamorous tales such as The Carpetbaggers and The Betsy. Although he did not suffer, as he later claimed, from the type of deprivations described in Never Love a Stranger, the Depression played a central role in shaping his consciousness. In 1929, the year the American stock market collapsed, Charles Rubin nearly lost his drugstore business, and Blanche had to go out to work. The family were also forced to leave their suburban house in Brooklyn and abandon, for the moment at least, their dream of progressive self-improvement. In A Stone for Danny Fisher Robbins describes the impact that the resulting economic crash has on the fifteen-year-old boy when, in 1932, he is faced with the loss of his beloved house. “Alles iss forloren,” says Danny’s father, lapsing into Yiddish—“everything is lost.”

“That was the night I came home and found Mamma crying at the kitchen table … That was the night when I stood in the darkened street at two o’clock in the morning, and my father, crying bitterly all the while, looked at the store windows and murmured: ‘Twenty-five years.’ … That was the night when, for the first time, I admitted to myself that it was not my house, that it really belonged to someone else, and there was no heart left in me for tears.”5

In the early 1930s Harold and his family moved out of their spacious suburban house into a cramped apartment in Manhattan. By 1933 the family were living in apartment IB at 120 Convent Avenue, at the intersection with 133rd Street. Harold went on to enroll at George Washington High School. The school, on Auberon Avenue in Washington Heights, was founded in 1917; graduates include Henry Kissinger, actor and musician Harry Belafonte, and economist Alan Greenspan. This is how Robbins, in typical stripped-down prose, describes it in Never Love a Stranger: “It stood on the top of a hill overlooking the Heights and across to the Bronx. It was a new red brick building with a dome on it … When the bell rang, the halls were full of kids running back and forth to their rooms … I looked around me. The class seemed mixed—about twenty colored boys and girls, and twenty white.”6

Fellow student Henderson Herod, who graduated in the same year as Harold, remembers a typical day. “We started the day at eight a.m., and everyone had to enter through the main front doors,” he says. “There were student monitors on all doors, and once in the building you could not leave without a special pass, not even for lunch. George Washington was a large school of about four thousand pupils, and we graduated about five hundred students twice a year. In looking back, there is one thing that I find amazing. There was a wide diversity of students, religions, races, and nations represented, and yet I don’t remember any confrontations or violent disagreements of any kind. The school had a policy that if you had a special holiday for religion or otherwise, and you had a note from home, you were excused. We were coming out of one of the worst depressions ever, and living was difficult, and so it is surprising that we had such an efficient, good school.”7

Harold’s photograph in the high school yearbook shows a serious-faced, smartly dressed youth with closely set eyes and a slight, knowing smirk playing across his thin, pale face. According to the brief biography next to his picture, Harold belonged to the chemistry club, the biology office, and Arista, which, as Henderson Herod recalls, “consisted of a group of student volunteers who aided teachers … in things [including] assisting backward students.”8

Harold’s home on Convent Avenue was within walking distance of City College of New York, an institution created to “provide children of the poor and new immigrants [with] the higher education that could give them access to the American dream.”9 But the young boy realized, at quite an early age, that his real talents lay outside the confines of the conventional educational system. Not only that, but he had an overwhelming urge to make money, an instinct that would never leave him. “I wanted to enjoy life,” he writes in Never Love a Stranger, “to have things: money in my pocket, a car, a nice place to live, the things that count—the things you can hold in your hand and feel and eat.”10

Harold’s obsession with the material world—which would later find expression in his grotesquely excessive consumption of houses, boats, art, drugs, and women—can be traced back to his early life. He told interviewers that his longing for expensive objects grew out of the fact that he was born into poverty—a causal link that journalists and readers alike could understand and sympathize with—but the truth was much more complex. The real source of his psychological preoccupation with possessions has its roots in the murky knot of emotions associated with his birth.

Throughout his life Harold chose to keep the true circumstances of his origins to himself, not revealing the identity of his real mother even to those closest to him. But various personal documents, including his marriage certificate, show that he did know her name. Although we do not know exactly when he discovered the truth about his parentage, the revelation that Blanche was not his biological mother unsettled the already precarious foundations of his world. While he was at George Washington High School, Harold started to play truant and seems to have suffered some kind of breakdown. Blanche took him to see a psychiatrist, who, according to Harold’s half-sister Ruth, announced that there was “absolutely nothing wrong with him” and that he was “a genius and he’s far ahead of his class and he’s bored and that’s why he’s mischievous at school.”11

Harold may have been known to his friends at George Washington High as “Poker Face,” but behind his impassive features and inscrutable expression he may have been trying to come to terms with the fact that, to some extent, he was to blame for his mother’s death. He felt guilty and responsible for the loss, and yet at the same time angry that she had deserted him. For the rest of his life he would try to prove—both to himself and to his dead mother—that he was worthy of her love, a drive that resulted in both conspicuous consumption and frequent acts of elaborate generosity. “The cars and the villas and the parties and the celebrities and the cocaine—it was all there,”12 says Grace, Harold’s second wife. The excess of riches that defined his later life—his insatiable acquisitiveness counter-pointed by an instinct to overload those around him with elaborate presents and lavish entertainment—was a substitute for misdirected love. But no amount of shopping would ever bring his mother back.

Toward the end of Harold’s time at George Washington High School he wrote a poem entitled “Lament of a Freshie.” Published in the 1934 yearbook, the twenty-line verse articulated a world-weariness and a cynicism that belied his young years.13 The personality that emerges from the poem is adept at manipulation and psychological camouflage, constantly shaping and reshaping his behavior according to the demands of the situation. It also indicates a character trait that can, according to interpretation, be described either as a natural raw intelligence or an underhanded ratlike cunning. “There was something quite feral about him,” says Sylvia Miles, who met Robbins in the early 1950s, “both in the way he looked and in the way he behaved, especially around women. He was like an animal that eats other animals. He was totally venal.”14

Robbins maintained that he was obsessed with sex from an early age. “When I was a kid in New York, I used to stand under the stairs and look up girls’ dresses … So it started early with me, you see. In fact, one of my problems in school was that I talked about sex so much. But what’s wrong with that? I like girls. And I was always pretty successful. My attitude is: ‘If you don’t ask you don’t get.’”15 In the year before he died, he told Esquire magazine that his favorite thing in the world was a woman’s bottom. “When I was a kid and old enough to go into a Minsky burlesque show in the Star Theater on Fulton Street in Brooklyn, I caught the fever,” he said. “Gypsy Rose Lee and Blaze Starr were my favorites. When they began to swish around in their gowns, I was in heaven.”16

Later in life Harold would boast about how he was expelled from school for having sex with a girl in the bell tower. “When I was fifteen, I was f—some girl at the George Washington High School tower, and my ass hit the bell,” he said. “Print that—it’s the truth. Four big, burly teachers beat me up, and I was expelled from high school.”17 He told another reporter that he first learned about sex from a prostitute. “I was a kid of, hell, about twelve,” he said. “I was delivering buckets of beer to the cathouses—these were the days of Prohibition. I remember one hot day when one hooker was getting no customers. So she motioned me over and gave me the treatment. When it was all over, I thought God had punished me. It was that feeling. I really thought I had done something wrong. Next day I said to myself, ‘Gee, that was great,’ and thought I would have another attempt with this broad when I brought the bucket of beer in. So I went in and indicated my desires. You know what that hooker said? She said, ‘Only the first one is free.’ Can you believe that? I’ve never forgotten her.”18

These anecdotes have to be regarded as suspect. “The story about the bell tower was an [apocryphal] ongoing story that surfaced in every class,”19 says fellow pupil Henderson Herod. The incident with the prostitute also reads like a wish-fulfillment fantasy, something that Harold imagined had happened to him rather than the reality.

Many of Robbins’s novels have an underlying theme of forbidden desire, particularly incest. In A Stone for Danny Fisher the teenage boy is obsessed with his sister’s breasts, while in The Storyteller, another autobiographical novel, the central character, Brooklyn-born writer Joe Crown, has a sexual relationship with, and later marries, his cousin Motty, who was brought up in his house as his sister after the death of her parents. In the opening pages of The Carpetbaggers Jonas has sex with his stepmother, Rina, who we later learn once had a teenage relationship with a boy she regarded as her brother; and in The Betsy Robbins takes great pleasure in describing in graphic detail the frenzied copulation between the elderly head of a car dynasty and his young daughter-in-law.

In truth, the adolescent boy seems to have feared women, regarding them as either pure madonnas (like the unsullied image of his dead mother) or tempting devils, symbols of lost innocence. In A Stone for Danny Fisher the young hero battles with his desires, dampening them down with regular cold showers. “I hated everything that was happening to me,” he says, “all the things I would become, my growing manhood, and its manner of expression.”20

For all his later boasting about erotic experimentation—soliciting strange men in grimy cinemas, losing his virginity to prostitutes—at this stage of his life Harold actually chose to go steady with the quintessential, and literal, girl next door. While he was still at George Washington High School, he started to date Lillian Machnovitch, who lived a couple of streets away at 1245 Troy Avenue. She was the daughter of Gussie Bains and Samuel Machnovitch, who had immigrated from Odessa in 1902 and later became treasurer of Universal Pictures. Lillian, the eldest of three daughters, was by all accounts a rather plain Jewish girl, a brunette with a plump face and a kind heart. “Lillian always had a lovely smile and was very generous-hearted,” says her sister, Rae Exelbert, “but she was very quiet and private. She fell in love with Harold when she was a girl—they were childhood sweethearts—and he became part of our family. My parents loved him, and he spent more and more time at our house. He was a good kid, and we thought of him more as a brother than as my sister’s boyfriend.”21

If Harold separated women into two distinct types—reassuring nonsexual figures and highly desirable, dangerous temptresses—Lillian seems to have fallen firmly into the former camp. As he fell in love with her, she became the mother he had never had.

“It has long been advanced as a theory,” ran the editorial in Harold’s high school yearbook, “that during his high school career, every student should set a definite objective for himself—or, in other words, decide just what he intends to make out of his later existence.”22 Young people can be divided into two groups, it added; those who plan their lives like a perfectly executed game of chess and those who drift around aimlessly from one job to the next without clear direction. It is important, the editor advised, that graduates of George Washington think of their futures in a logical fashion. “While we still have the opportunity, then, of making something out of our lives, let us not … move our [chess] men here and there without due consideration; in other words, let’s not allow the course of our lives to be led into various separate channels to suit every mere whim or fancy. At this crucial moment, just before we enter into the great, vast world that lies ahead, let us decide just what course or vocation we are going to pursue, and also, just how successful we are going to be at these various objectives.”23

As Harold read these words, he would have been forced to acknowledge that his plans were completely without shape or purpose. He wanted to make money, that much was clear, but he had no real ambitions. Later he would brag that he had made millions without graduating from high school, claiming to have left full-time education at the age of fifteen. “I quit high school to deliver groceries full time, instead of part time,” he said.24 He also told the story about running away from home and lying about his age in order to join the navy. “When I was fifteen and a half I forged parents’ consent forms and joined the navy,”25 he said. He told another reporter that he had been stationed for two years in Pensacola, Florida, earning twenty-one dollars a month, during which time he studied for his high school diploma by correspondence course and learned about figures from Kessler’s Handbook of Accountancy.

It wasn’t only journalists he lied to. When his elder daughter Caryn was fourteen, he told her that he was a high school dropout, “during one of those great moments between father and daughter when you expect she’ll throw her head back in your lap and tell you she loves you,” he said. Although she didn’t respond immediately, several days later she turned to him and said, “No one would ever believe you were a high school dropout, Daddy.”26 He often entertained his friends with stories about his time in the navy. “His ship was sunk and he was the only survivor and he swam to shore,” television producer Bob Pollock remembers. “I would question him about it and say, ‘Harold, tell me more about the details,’ and he would say, ‘That was it—I swam to shore, that was all.’”27

Robbins’s friend Steve Shagan was a great deal more skeptical. “That story that he survived a submarine hit and swam to the surface—I said, ‘Harold come on—there was no way you could have survived the pressure of being three hundred feet under water and coming to the surface, never mind the sharks.’ He turned around, gave me a smile, and said, ‘I was the only survivor.’ I said, ‘It’s total bullshit, but if you want to tell it, then you tell it.’”28

In order to transform himself into the embodiment of the American dream, Robbins tapped in to the hopes and aspirations of the masses, presenting himself as an ordinary man of the people who, through various entrepreneurial means, made and lost several fortunes. While he did start work as an errand boy in various grocery stores in Brooklyn from the age of fifteen, these were just part-time, after-school positions. Records held at George Washington High School show that, far from dropping out of school, Harold graduated, along with the rest of his class, in 1934, at age eighteen. And as for his heroic spell in the navy? His death certificate shows that he never served any time in the military at all.

In the summer after graduation he got a job as a soda clerk, selling hot dogs and whipping up “fudgie-wudgies” on Coney Island beach. “I was a fair soda clerk,” Robbins writes, in the guise of Frankie Kane in Never Love a Stranger. “After a while I became a good one.”29 In the years after graduating from high school he continued to work as a short-order cook, a counterman in a restaurant, a fruit and vegetable clerk, and a salesman for a wholesale grocer. With a bravura one has to admire, Robbins even managed to spin an elaborate series of stories out of this most banal of professions.

Three mornings a week, he said, he delivered groceries to a smart apartment building on West End Avenue in Manhattan. “Since the orders were always telephoned in, none of us at the store had ever seen the customer,” he later recalled. “That was until I brought the first order. The door opened, and a blond girl peered out. I almost fell over the doorjamb as I walked in. The blond girl was naked beneath a sheer black dressing gown. I handed her the bill, trying not to stare at her body shimmering underneath her gown. She paid out the amount of the bill and placed an extra dollar in my hand. I looked at her in surprise—my usual tip was a nickel or dime. She looked back at me. ‘Anything wrong?’ ‘That’s a lot,’ I said. She smiled and took the dollar back. ‘What would you rather have?’”30

Moving on from sexual fantasy, Robbins constructed another scenario that centered on amassing enormous wealth. “I became an inventory clerk for a grocery chain, and one day I saw my chance to make a fortune,” he said. “I hit on the idea of buying vegetables while they were still in the field, canning them, and selling them to small grocers in direct opposition to the big groups. I went to Morristown, New Jersey, and learned how to fly. Then I flew all around the States buying up crops. In one year I cleared a million dollars.”31

Robbins knew that the best stories work by the constant counter-pointing of contrasts, and so according to the unwritten rules of narrative, he realized that the acquisition of a huge fortune has to be followed by its dramatic loss. He repeated the following account, in various forms, to so many friends, reporters, and family members that it became a personal myth, a story so monolithic that no one thought of questioning it.

“I began to be aware that there was a place called Europe and there might be a war,” he told the broadcaster Alan Whicker. “Everybody kept saying they remembered during World War I whoever controlled the sugar market was instantly rich. So I went to a bank, and with my money and collateral I raised almost two million dollars, and I bought advances on sugar at 4.85 a hundredweight, which was then twenty-odd cents a hundredweight over the prevailing market. I was counting my money—the sugar was on the way in, I was going to set it up in bush terminal and become the biggest sugar black marketeer in the world. Then war broke out in Europe, and [the next day] President Roosevelt froze the price of sugar … at 4.65. I’d guaranteed to pay 4.85. All my money went, all the bank’s money went, and I still owed over a million-odd dollars, and so I went through bankruptcy, but I had a problem. I wasn’t of age yet—I was three months shy of twenty-one. Before they could put me through bankruptcy I had to be twenty-one.”32

A brief perusal of the facts is enough to show the gaps in his story. First, as Robbins was born in 1916, he would have been twenty-one in 1937—two years before the start of the Second World War and four years before America entered into the conflict. Second, the Office of Price Administration and Civilian Supply fixed the price of sugar in August 1941—when Robbins was twenty-five and already working at Universal Pictures.

Throughout this time, when he pretended to be making and losing millions, Harold was actually working as a lowly clerk for Rand Tea and Coffee Stores at 158 Franklin Street in Manhattan, a company that employed him from December 1936. Rather than enjoying the high life—he claimed that he could afford a New York penthouse on Central Park South—he was in fact living with his fiancée Lillian and her parents at the Machnovitch suburban home on Troy Avenue.

As Harold arranged endless shipments of tea and coffee and added up long, monotonous columns of figures, he started to construct an alternative history for himself, a life he believed should be his. The dream merchant’s imagination was beginning to stir.
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“There was something more he wanted, something more he had to have, and what it was he didn’t really know.”

—The Dream Merchants



He opened his eyes knowing that the day—21 May 1937, his twenty-first birthday—would be a special one. Feeling an excited flutter in his stomach, he jumped out of bed and made himself a cup of strong coffee. As he took a sip of the dark, bitter drink, he thought of Lillian over at her parents’ house in Brooklyn. No longer would the couple have to spend the nights apart. No longer would he have to return alone to his small, newly rented apartment at 43 Avenue D. He and his childhood sweetheart—the girl with the laughing dark eyes and warm smile—would spend the rest of their lives together. Other women—louder, blowsier, looser women—had caught his eye, and he wasn’t denying he hadn’t been tempted. Gee, he’d even had a little fun with them, but they weren’t the kind of broads you’d want to settle down with, the kind you’d want to bear your children.

He shaved, combed his already thinning hair, dressed in his best—and only—suit, and made his way downtown to city hall. He was met by an ecstatic Lillian, who rushed up to him and kissed him. Like two overgrown children, Harold and Lillian ran into the building and presented their marriage application to the official behind the desk. Two days later, on 23 May, the couple were married by Gustav Spund at 130 East Third Street. “It was a beautiful day, and Lillian looked gorgeous,” remembers her sister, Rae Exelbert. “She was so full of hopes, and both she and Harold were looking forward to the future. They wanted to spend the rest of their lives together.”1

Harold was still working as a grocer, but he had dreams of setting up in business for himself. In typically romantic fashion he named his company—Lillian Grocers, located at 616 Third Avenue—after his new wife, but the venture did not last long. Throughout 1940 Harold’s debts mounted until on the last day of that year he felt he had no choice but to declare himself bankrupt. “I started a little business of my own … when I got married, but I soon went broke,” he said in the 1940s. The sum he owed, $1,759, was far from the million dollars he boasted about later, but it was serious enough to warrant intervention from Lillian’s father, Samuel, who was worried about his daughter’s welfare. “I decided I had better get on with the big companies, rather than take the risk of little business,” he said. “That’s when I went in with the movie companies.”2 Samuel, treasurer of Universal Pictures, secured a job as a shipping clerk for his son-in-law at the New York warehouse of the studio.

Harold never publicly acknowledged his father-in-law’s role in introducing him to the studio, but without his help he probably could not have transformed himself into a best-selling novelist. While working at Universal, Harold met many of the colorful personalities who would later populate his novels, and he had the opportunity to observe the inner workings of a company dedicated to the production of mass entertainment. “As soon as he began to work for Universal, he fell in love with the manufacture of films, not the writing of them,” says his friend Steve Shagan. “He enthused about the magic of movies, not how they were written but what was behind them.”3

The Universal story, packed as it is with ambition, intrigue, and double-dealing, reads like the narrative of one of Robbins’s own novels. In fact, he would use the history of the studio as a blueprint for his second book, The Dream Merchants, drawing on the real-life exploits of Carl Laemmle, the Bavarian immigrant who built up the business from a small chain of nickelodeons. Laemmle formed the New York-based Independent Moving Picture Company of America (IMP) that openly defied the Motion Picture Patents Company, a monopoly that tried to control movie production and distribution by charging levies on film projectors. Laemmle was “determined to break the power of the Trust … I won … and secured the freedom of film,” he said.4 By the time Robbins came to work for the company, the studio was churning out a winning formula of Deanna Durbin musicals, Abbott and Costello comedies, high camp adventure films, westerns, and horror movies.

Although Robbins’s rise through the company was rapid, his beginnings were quite lowly, and initially his weekly wage was fifteen dollars a week. “When he went to Universal, I know he worked in the post room,” says Diana Jervis-Read, Harold’s secretary and close friend. “I have never seen anyone pack up a box like Harold.”5 In The Carpetbaggers he describes how executive David Woolf, the nephew of the studio head, learns the business by working in a grimy warehouse building on West 43rd Street in Manhattan:

“It was a dirty gray factory building down near the Hudson River, which had fallen into disuse and been converted into lofts. There were two large freight elevators in the back and three small passenger elevators near the front entrance, scarcely enough to handle the crowd of workers that surged in at eight o’clock each morning and out at six o’clock at night.”6

When he arrives for his first day at his new job, David is met by hostility; his fellow workers resent the fact that his uncle has appointed him, believing him to be nothing more than a sneak. His foreman tells him to bring up a shipment of paper, knowing that the task is impossible using only a forklift truck. But David uses his initiative and borrows a hydraulic jack from a nearby garage. He further proves himself to his colleagues by standing up to the corrupt platform boss, risking his life to fight the larger man. At the end of the scene David has not only done the right thing—saved the company money—but he has driven off a Goliathlike bully who was terrorizing the whole building, and as a result he wins the respect of his fellow workers. “When David turned toward the packaging tables, all the men were grinning at him,” Robbins writes. “Suddenly, they weren’t strangers anymore. They were friends.”7

Perhaps Harold, the son-in-law of the treasurer, experienced a similar kind of resentment when he first arrived at Universal. He certainly felt the need to prove himself to his colleagues and superiors alike. “To the amazement of the executives, I found an error in freight payments which was to bring the company a refund of $37,000, and me a raise of $2.50 a week,” he said. “Also, I rated the attention of the bosses—so I’ve climbed steadily upwards in position.”8

The United States entered the Second World War in December 1941, after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, but Harold did not enlist. Military service was not an option as, according to a document lodged with his New York literary agent, he had a “back injury of long standing.”9 The dearth of men in the employment pool—together with his shrewd intelligence and seemingly effortless ability with figures—helped to propel his rise up the company. “There was a lot of opportunity during the war because people were away,” he later said. “I jumped over employees who had been there fifty years because the boss liked me. And I worked very hard.”10 From shipping clerk Harold was promoted first to statistician and then to budget analyst, estimating the cost of production and checking expenses. Later he remembered that three Universal employees had all submitted expense claims for lunch with Abe Weiler, the entertainment editor of The New York Times. As the slightly built man could not possibly have eaten three top-dollar lunches in one day, Robbins queried the claims. “So my advice to you fellers is to decide who’s going to lie about who on any given day,” he said.11

Bookkeeping—the tallying of profit and loss—lies at the heart of Harold Robbins’s personality. When he came to write his super-successful novels, he never forgot the skills he had learned as a grocer, statistician, and budget analyst, balancing the time and effort he expended on an enterprise with the amount of money earned. Writing, for him, was not about creative expression or artistic ideals; rather, what fueled his ambition was a mercantile instinct, a desire to explore his dreams and fantasies and sell them off to the highest bidder. “He was a brilliant mathematician and a great chess player,” says Diana Jervis-Read. “He could play lots of games over the telephone—he did that a lot—and he also loved baccarat. He had a real memory for numbers.”12

During the early 1940s Harold worked behind the scenes on a number of films, calculating the budgets for a range of movies such as The Flame of New Orleans, The Spoilers, and Follow the Boys, all starring Marlene Dietrich; westerns like Badlands of Dakota, Frontier Badmen, and Men of Texas; and the “sand and sandals” epics of Maria Montez, also known as the Queen of Technicolor, the Caribbean Cyclone, or Dominican Dynamite. Arabian Nights (1942), starring Sabu as Ali Ben Ali and Montez as Scheherazade, was Universal’s first color film and tells the story of a dancer who believes her destiny is to marry the caliph of Baghdad. The combination of a dark-eyed, generously proportioned, scantily clad beauty and exotic settings was so popular that the studio ordered the production of a series of star vehicles for Montez; these Technicolor fantasies included White Savage, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, Gypsy Wildcat, Cobra Woman, and Sudan. The glamour of movie stars like Dietrich, the true grit of westerns, and the high camp of Montez’s movies would all find eventual expression in Robbins’s novels.

In later life Harold liked to present himself as a fictional wunderkind, an ordinary man who one day woke up to find that he could bash out a novel. His first attempt at writing, he said, was when he sat down at a typewriter and wrote the opening pages of Never Love a Stranger. “From that point on it seemed as if this is what I should have been doing all my life,” he said, “because when I took that first page out I said to myself, ‘nobody told me it would be this easy.’”13

But squirreled away in the files of the Harold Robbins archive, in the Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center at Boston University, are fragments of what appear to be one of his early fictional efforts. The incomplete novel, based on the life of the campaigning nineteenth-century British journalist William Thomas Stead, tells the true story of how the editor of the Pall Mall Gazette fought a battle against child prostitution. In his pioneering article “The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon,” Stead exposed the hidden world of Victorian vice—its seedy brothels, money-grabbing madams, and insatiable upper-class rakes who enjoyed “the exclusive luxury of revelling in the cries of an immature child.” In order to prove his point—and get a cracking good story—Stead bought a thirteen-year-old girl, Eliza Armstrong, and subsequently laid himself open for prosecution; he was duly sentenced to three months in prison for abduction.

The subject matter was perfect for Harold, mixing as it did some of his favorite tropes: a blend of fact and fiction with a flawed hero battling against convention; a complicated and highly controversial legal case; and the lure of illegal, illicit sex. He set out to research the novel in great detail: his bibliography runs to five pages and includes works such as Stead’s essays, the Times law reports from 1885, a crop of biographies, and books by Josephine Butler. But the execution is poor even by Robbins’s standards, packed with clichéd characters and melodramatic situations. The documentary, real-life nature of the case also seems to have been a disadvantage, as he failed to imaginatively reconstruct the personalities involved, relying instead on journalistic reportage.

Toward the end of the manuscript, writing in the author’s voice, he tells a prospective editor the rest of the story—Stead’s descent into depression and his death on the Titanic in 1912—and then adds an apology. The final chapters, written in a factual format, will have to be fleshed out, he said, while certain characters, who appear in earlier chapters, will have to be reintroduced into the narrative.14 Although Harold spent hours at the typewriter, getting up early in the mornings before work in order to write, the manuscript never made it as far as an editor’s desk.

The experience, however, was a valuable one. He came to understand the discipline necessary for writing, learned the basic techniques of popular fiction—the central importance of storytelling—and discovered his much-loved trick, one he would repeat in many of his novels, of exploiting the news value of an infamous personality. He would also remember Stead’s words, of 1871: “Society … outwardly, indeed, appears white and glistening, but within is full of dead men’s bones and rottenness.”15

In the early 1940s Harold felt increasingly dissatisfied. Although he enjoyed certain aspects of his job at Universal—the satisfaction that came from balancing the books and the security of his position—he realized he wanted more. He became frustrated at observing the moviemaking process from the outside and aspired to become part of the action. Sylvia Miles, the actress, remembers him telling her of the moment he became aware of his ambitions:

“He was studying business at night school and working during the day at Universal. One of his jobs was delivering cans to screening rooms—New York at that time had a tremendous amount of them. One day after dropping off a can of film, just as he was walking up from a basement with another kid, he saw a limousine pull up and a little guy get out. Harold asked who it was, and he was told that the man was a producer. Harold asked, ‘What’s a producer?’ and he learned that he was guy with the property. ‘What’s that?’ he asks, and is told, ‘Gone with the Wind, that’s a property.’ ‘No kidding,’ he says. So that night he went home and asked Lillian, ‘Did you ever read Gone with the Wind?’ And she said, ‘Of course, everyone read it.’ He read ten pages and said to himself, I can do better than this, and started to write.”16

Harold voiced his frustrations to his boss, the president of Universal, Nate Blumberg, and told him that he wanted to go to Hollywood to make movies. Blumberg, however, advised Robbins to stick to being a “fine statistician,” as movie producers had to know about “story values … [and] the workings of a plot.” Harold came up with an idea for a film, but the treatment was dismissed as clichéd, “a stock-in-trade scenario that was pitched to the studio every other week.” Robbins refused to be dismissed and kept on pestering Blumberg, who finally told him that a successful producer had to be a “man of some cultural background. A man who appreciates the finer things in life, who has written, let’s say, a best-selling novel. Harold, why don’t you go back to your statistics?”17

Harold did go back to his columns of figures, but he did not forget what his boss had told him. He started to write more in his spare time, staying late in his office in Rockefeller Center while waiting to call colleagues on the West Coast. Finally, after learning that his studio had bought a novel that in his opinion was far from top quality for $300,000, he decided he had had enough and informed Raymond Crossett, the story editor, that he could do better: “I told a colleague I could write a better book myself, and he said, ‘All you ever write is checks.’ Then he pulled out a hundred dollars and bet me I couldn’t. I was determined, by then, to prove him wrong.”18

Diana Jervis-Read remembers hearing a slightly different form of the story from both Robbins and Crossett, with whom she worked closely at Harold Robbins International:

“When Harold was at Universal, he had an argument with Ray that forced him to write his first book,” she says. “And I can quite believe it; Ray was very buttoned up, and Harold was the opposite. Some script came in that, in Harold’s opinion, was absolute rubbish, and he wouldn’t do a budget for it. So when Ray eventually turned up in his office to ask him what he had done with the budget for the film, Harold said, ‘I’m not doing one for that piece of old rubbish.’ Ray bristled and said, ‘Don’t tell me that—your job is to produce the budget.’”19

Harold was so incensed by Blumberg’s and Crossett’s lack of enthusiasm that he started to plot out the book that would be published as Never Love a Stranger in 1948. He started writing it in 1942, getting up at two a.m. after only a couple of hours’ sleep to bash out a few pages on his typewriter. “I couldn’t sleep,” he said in 1949. “Something in me had to be said, and I felt relaxed, writing until five o’clock each morning.”20

By the end of 1945 he had finished a first draft, an epic he initially entitled But One Life that sprawled across 738 manuscript pages. On 17 December 1945 he called Annie Laurie Williams, a drama and motion picture agent who worked closely with the literary agency McIntosh & Otis and who represented a range of high-profile clients including Margaret Mitchell, John Dos Passos, Kathleen Winsor, and one of Robbins’s favorite writers, John Steinbeck. Harold followed up the call with a letter to Pamela Barnes, a member of Williams’s staff, explaining that the manuscript he had sent over to the agency, But One Life, had not been seen by any other publisher or agent. He worked at Universal, he said, and he would be away from New York over Christmas but back at his desk on 3 January.

He later claimed that the name Harold Robbins “was given to me by Alfred Knopf, who didn’t think that Rubin was literary enough,” but in fact it was he who chose to submit the novel under a pseudonym, the rather odd-sounding Harrod Robbins.21 “The nom de plume, Harrod Robbins, for a man named a good honest Jewish Harold Rubin is purely nauseating,” wrote one early reader of the manuscript. “If he’d written a little simpering comedy of manners where a pretty name is necessary that might be different, but since this is almost a document, I’d suggest the more forthright name he was born with.”22 Later, of course, it would be changed to Harold Robbins.

McIntosh and Otis sent out the book to a reader, Pat Tanner—who would later find fame as Patrick Dennis, the author of the celebrated Auntie Mame novels. Tanner could barely contain his enthusiasm. “Settle down with a cigarette,” his report begins. “This is going to take a long time. First: I want a double fee for this if you like it. Nothing if you don’t … I think it’s one of the most magnificent, most naturally written, most commercially feasible novels I’ve ever read … I believe that in the hands of a good, gutty publisher like S&S or Random House it would make a million dollars and after a good general hysterectomy it might make movie material. It’s strong enough, good enough, and lusty enough to swing the trend of slums-to-Sing-Sing novels right back to where they were in the thirties. It’s awfully long and I like it that way. It’s sexy with an almost monotonous regularity that’s well done, too. It has heaps of power—it’s better than Cain, like Dos Passos. It’s as episodic as Ulyses [sic] and could probably be cut under duress but I like it almost as it stands.”23

Tanner sketched out the plot of the book—the picaresque story of an orphan, Francis Kane, who battles his way through the Depression and emerges as a gangland leader—highlighting its strengths and weaknesses. Certain elements of the narrative didn’t quite add up, particularly the division of the story into “What Came Before” and “What Came After.” But he thought this problem could be easily fixed, while the alternation of first- and third-person voices gave the book “a pretty U.S.A. fillip.” He believed certain scenes were unconvincing, such as one sequence (later excised from the novel) in which a drunken prostitute takes off her clothes and offers to service a group of young boys swimming down by the docks of the Hudson. But others, like the section in which Francis indulges in a little light erotic play with a nun at his orphanage (again cut out from the final version), he found “perfectly delightful.” He would recommend editing out the long philosophical speeches delivered by certain characters, but he stressed that it was important to keep the novel’s naturalistic and, for its time, quite daring language. “The … dialogue is good and full of refreshing dirty words,” he wrote. “In fact I think the sheer earthiness is entirely conducive to the whole strength of the book.”24

He surmises that if Robbins has not lived through most of this story, then he has a magnificent grasp of life and of people. Not only is he tough, but his work is refreshing. “I think he may replace all the biggest names that cropped up between the wars,” he prophesies, “and I hope you’ll agree with me after reading it.”25

Lois Dwight Cole, who worked at McIntosh & Otis, was not as sold on the manuscript as Tanner. The first portion of the story read as though it was most probably autobiographical, said Cole, while the rest of the narrative seemed contrived and false. It was also “unnecessarily long and vulgar.”26

Cole offered to send the manuscript out to publishing houses such as Farrar and Rinehart or Putnam’s—those “who might be interested in this type of tale”27—but the agency seems to have concluded that Robbins should rewrite parts of the book. Early the following year the novel was ready to submit to a publisher, and on 6 February 1947 But One Life was sent to William Koshland at Knopf. Koshland passed it on to editor in chief Harold Strauss, who found the book “tantalizing because it exhibits striking merits and striking faults.”

On the plus side, Strauss complimented Robbins’s virtuosity as a storyteller. “He has what amounts to a genius for the evocation of situations, for swift plotting,” said Strauss. “He has that narrative sense which is as valuable as it is rare. His seven hundred pages move as rapidly as a [James M.] Cain novel.” He also praised Robbins’s ear for dialogue, especially the conversations of those on the lower rungs of society. “He knows the New York streets and their ways as well as [James T.] Farrell knows the streets of Chicago,” he said. “In fact, there is so much solidity and atmosphere in the first 182 pages … that at first I was inclined to credit the book with some literary merit.” He liked the novel’s humanity and its warmth as well as the “apparent seriousness” of its treatment of issues such as race relations, gambling, racketeering, unemployment, and prostitution.

The style, however, said Strauss, was far from distinguished and somewhat commonplace. Moreover the novel was “shockingly pornographic … Frankie falls in and out of love and in and out of bed with more women than one would believe.” One scene featuring a masochistic prostitute in Baltimore seemed particularly offensive. “The novel is shockingly obscene in its language,” he added. “Four-letter words are used with inexcusable frequency. In fact, there is no reason for the use of any of them.” Robbins would also need to work on the character of Ruth, who eventually marries Frankie and gives birth to his son, and completely rewrite the final section of the novel, which was hurried and executed in a careless fashion. The physical violence would also have to be toned down, as the end result was less shocking than melodramatic. And finally the issues that Strauss believed Robbins had handled with “apparent seriousness” could, on second reading, appear superficial and without substance.

In conclusion, however, Strauss thought that Knopf should accept the book, “largely on the ground that Robbins seems to be a born storyteller.”28 He then passed the novel on to Alfred “Pat” Knopf, son of Alfred and Blanche Knopf. His assessment of But One Life was as enthusiastic as Pat Tanner’s, and while he realized that the manuscript needed a lot of work, he believed that they were on to a winner.

“Knopf has THE NOVEL for 1948, and THIS IS IT!!! These 650 pages are superheated with the pathos, the humor, the gore, the tears and the hurt, the love and the laughter that went into A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, written on the Wind, A Lion Is in the Streets, East River—and yes, The Yearling and Mister Roberts. In short this is terrific!

“But it needs work, lots of work. It needs the type of work that Look Homeward Angel must have needed when Tom Wolfe first sent it into Scribners. (I don’t mean to imply that this is in any remote way comparable to anything Wolfe wrote.) But if HS [Harold Strauss] can sit down with the author, and spend what may turn out to be a matter of months working over … this manuscript, we’ve got a lulu!”29

In addition to the problems mentioned by Strauss, all of which he agreed with, Knopf added a few points of his own. The middle section of the story, which details Frankie’s life after leaving George Washington High School up until the time when he gets involved in the betting racketeering business, seemed overwritten and superfluous. The sentimentality “that works into your veins and your tearducts” at the start of the book is absent throughout the central part of the narrative, only returning for the last hundred or so pages. “If we take this, I’ll get together with Harold [Strauss],” he said. “If we don’t, we’ll all be saved a lot of work, to be sure, and perhaps some handy income for 1948. Yours for a terrific (I can’t think of any other appropriate adjective) five hours reading.”30

On balance, Knopf believed that the book was worth publishing, and on 12 March 1947 a contract was drawn up between his firm and Robbins. They offered an advance of $1,000, half on signing the contract and half on delivery of the revised manuscript before 1 July. Knopf also confirmed the royalty rate—17.5 percent up to sales of 12,500, 21 percent to 20,000, and 25 percent thereafter—and agreed that they would have an option on Robbins’s next three books over sixty thousand words in length. “I hope you will convey to Mr. Rubin,” wrote Harold Strauss to Robbins’s agency, “how pleased we are to become publishers of his novels, and the great things we expect of him.”31

The signing, however, was not to everyone’s liking at the upscale publishing house of Knopf, which Robbins described as rather staid. When Alfred and Blanche Knopf returned from their vacation, they were appalled to discover that their son had bought a novel they considered beneath contempt. “I think he [Alfred, his father] washed his hands of it,” said Pat. “I think he said, “If you want it, you take care of it.” I thought it was a terrific book.”32

Harold Robbins told a spicier version of the same story. “My novel was purchased by Alfred Knopf Jr. while his parents were away, and when they came back and saw this novel, they almost fired him because it’s not their kind of book. They said, ‘Why did you buy it?’ He said, ‘Because I’ve never read a book where I cried on one page, and had a hard-on on the next.’”33

Over the course of the next few months Harold busied himself on the revisions, following Strauss’s suggestions to the letter. By the beginning of June he had cut thirty-five pages, reducing its length to around 150,000 words. He eliminated the sequence with the masochistic prostitute, erased some scenes that featured a “hobo,” cut a section that described a rape that took place in a hallway, and cleaned up the language considerably. Strauss was pleased with Robbins’s rewrites but still had a number of problems with the book. First, he hated the title, But One Life. Could Robbins think of another one? The author wrote back, outlining an alternative title, Give Him a Stone—foreshadowing Robbins’s third novel, A Stone for Danny Fisher—but Knopf did not like this either. On 19 June Strauss wrote to Robbins suggesting it should be called Never Love a Stranger— taken from Stella Benson’s poem “To the Unborn”—a title that the author liked and accepted. A week later Knopf formally acknowledged the acceptance of the manuscript and sent Robbins a check for $500, the remaining balance on the $1,000 advance.

When Robbins returned from a two-week vacation at the beginning of July, he started work on another set of revisions with Strauss, ironing out some of the clichés and tidying up the manuscript. The book was, Strauss believed, “in that special class of novel which appears to have enough serious ideas about society (in this case unemployment, race relations, racketeering, and the problem of orphan children) to titillate the women’s clubs, but actually is featherweight, superior slick-magazine writing with strong element of tear-jerking sentimentality.”34

Unknown to Robbins, the sales department had duly prepared their predictions, of the book’s sales. Classifying it as “merchandise fiction,” Knopf believed that the book would sell around 25,000 in the first six months and ordered an initial print run of 10,000 copies. And after the first six months? “Poor,” predicted the sales team. The number crunchers at Knopf could not have been more wrong.
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